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FOR A good part of the first half of 
this century Harry Emerson Fosdick 
was regarded by many as the most im 
portant popular figure in the Protestant 
pulpit. His theology was controver 
sial to the point that some warned: he 
"is no authentic representative of the 
Christian religion." 1 That he was an 
eminently successful public speaker few 
would deny. It was suggested that he 
occupied "in New York . . . something of 
the position that Henry Ward Beecher 
occupied in Brooklyn"; 2 others saw him 
as "the true successor of Phillip 
Brooks." 3 Through most of his active 
career, admission to hear him speak was 
by ticket only. His sermons, lectures, 
and essays, bound into books, sold in 
excess of a million copies. His radio au 
diences, constituting millions of lis 
teners weekly for approximately two 
decades, together with his extensive 
reading audience, imply the conclusion 
that his speeches were works of art, 
deserving of recognition as such.
A fundamental requirement of Fos- 
dick's theory of public address was suc 
cess. Successful preaching for him did 
not countenance empty pews. His theory 
was shaped by what, in his perception, 
drew people to hear preaching. The 
stress on success is seen in the following 
quotation taken from his famous article 
appearing in Harper's Magazine (1928), 
"What Is the Matter With Preaching?":
"There is nothing that people are so 
interested in as themselves, their own 
problems, and the way to solve them. 
That fact is basic. No preaching that 
neglects it can raise a ripple on a con 
gregation. It is the primary starting 
point of all successful public speaking, 
and for once the requirements for prac-
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tical success and ideal helpfulness coin 
cide."
For him, the one indispensable qual 
ity of successful preaching was interest: 
"One obvious trouble with the mediocre 
sermon, even when harmless, is that it 
is uninteresting. It does not matter. It 
could as well be left unsaid." 4
Fosdick's sermons have been carefully 
scrutinized with a view to isolating 
those factors that make them particu 
larly interesting to the hearer. Three 
such factors will be discussed below; the 
last two were apparently applied to 
preaching by Fosdick in a unique way.
1. Successful preaching is interesting 
because it moves from the general to the 
particular, the abstract to the concrete. 
Fosdick's audiences in general ranked 
above the average in education. This 
fact, coupled with his problem-solution 
approach to preaching, might well have 
resulted in closely reasoned lectures or 
arguments "too intellectual," as one 
friendly critic thought,5 to constitute 
the best in preaching.
Although he argued in the framework 
of his messages, he was not argumenta 
tive in the details. Rather than pile up 
fact on fact, Biblical text upon text, to 
buttress a point, he seized upon illus 
trations, analogies, figures of speech, to 
magnify and bring his propositions into 
focus.
Frequently he employed montage a 
compression of incidents to clarify a 
point: the Wright brothers fighting 
derision and defeat; Helen Keller rising 
to victory over tremendous odds; Cyrano 
de Bergerac, crushed and dying, but 
able to say, "One thing without a stain 
. . . my white plume"; Socrates taking 
the cup; Jesus on the cross the great 
successes of history springing from de 
feats, all pressed into a single para 
graph.6 Fosdick's illustrations were 
usually very brief and were nearly 
always brought to a climax by a well- 
selected quotation.
He knew the economy of a metaphor 
or simile. His more vivid pictures were 
products of his own imagination: he 
thought modern industrial society was a 
"good deal like the subway it throws 
men together in physical proximity 
without uniting them in spiritual sym 
pathy." 7 "The mind," he said, "always 
walks as uneasily in new ideas as the 
feet in new shoes." 8 Occasionally he 
would compress his thought into a cryp 
tic epigram: "You never can cleanse the 
water of a well by painting the pump." 
More often, he employed the rhythms of
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antithesis: "Unless we manage well in 
handling change, change will manage 
ill in handling us."
Ranging widely in his search for il 
lustrative material, he was resourceful 
in seeing unusual relationships or look 
ing at an old event from a new angle. 
Without apology he drew freely from his 
personal experience. He remembered 
with vivid detail the bucket of raspber 
ries his mother made him pick or the 
pool of water he and other boys made by 
damming a little stream. 9 He read 
widely from biography Phillip Brooks, 
Daniel Webster, Thomas Jefferson, 
Gladstone, Elizabeth Fry, Henry Ward 
Beecher, and scores of others. (It re 
quired infinite pains and prodigious en 
ergy to be specific instead of general, to 
cite an exact line from biography or 
history rather than to paraphrase 
vaguely, but it paid off in audience in 
terest.)
Occasionally, he picked up a dramatic 
incident from the newspaper: the 
woman who, in housecleaning, disposed 
of her old books to a ragman, only to 
remember too late that one of them 
contained four thousand dollars she 
had "sold something very valuable very 
cheap." 10
He loved music and drew upon it as he 
did upon poetry for illustrative pur 
poses. He turned to music to convey the 
indescribable emotions of religion: 
Toscanini and Beethoven's Ninth Sym 
phony, so conducted "that we come down 
from hearing it as from a transfigura 
tion mountain, trailing glory into the 
common street." n
Fosdick understood well that to create 
and hold interest a speaker must turn 
men's ears into eyes.
2. Successful preaching is interesting 
because it focuses upon the interests and 
needs of the listener. Certainly the most 
significant and distinctive element in 
Fosdick's theory and practice of public 
address was his emphasis on the audi 
ence, not only as the focal point of all 
preaching but also as the main deter 
minant of method in both composition 
and delivery. He came to think of every 
sermon as a project in counseling the 
members of his congregation regarding 
their personal needs.
His concern for the audience finds its 
expression in the introductory portion of 
every sermon. He wanted his listeners 
always to say to themselves, not only at 
the end of the introduction but also 
throughout the sermon, "He's bowling 
down my alley." 12
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"Every sermon," he said, "should have 
for its main business the solving of some 
problem a vital, important problem 
puzzling minds, burdening consciences, 
distracting lives and any sermon 
which thus does tackle a real problem, 
throw even a little light on it, and help 
some individuals practically to find 
their way through it cannot be alto 
gether uninteresting. My ideal of a ser 
mon," he explained, "is one that carries 
up this interest and directness of attack 
on real problems into the pulpit and 
discusses real questions with real people 
in a real way." 13 For him, the object of 
the sermon was prior to the subject. He 
found it difficult to get a sermon under 
way until he had clearly in mind some 
difficulty that people were facing, some 
question that they were asking, some 
sin they were committing, some con 
fused thinking they were engaging in.
In the actual delivery of his sermons 
Fosdick, who had been schooled in ges 
ture, posture, and inflection, disap 
proved of conscious technique as insin 
cere and artificial. He believed that the 
welling thoughts within aroused by the 
visible audience should dictate the be 
havior of voice and body. His belief that 
preaching must be audience-centered 
meant to him that a sermon must be an 
"animated conversation" with an audi 
ence concerning some vital problem of 
the spiritual life. The total effect must 
be one of talk plain, straightforward, 
illuminating, helpful talk between the 
preacher and his congregation. Audi 
ence-centered preaching, Fosdick be 
lieved, required that the preacher 
should, above all else, know, under 
stand, and care for his people.
3. Successful preaching is interesting 
because the arrangement of thought is 
psychological rather than logical. Here 
again Fosdick moved away from what 
he perceived to be the standard homi- 
letic pattern. If the preacher is more 
interested in satisfying the spiritual 
needs of people than in detailed exposi 
tion of a passage, he will not tack on a 
few practical applications to his exposi 
tion. Instead, he will begin with the 
practical applications. So important is 
the arrangement or ordering of 
thoughts in a sermon that Fosdick de 
clared, "He need not have used any 
other text or any different materials in 
his sermon, but if he had defined his 
object rightly he would have arranged 
and massed the material differently. He 
would have gone into his sermon via 
real interest in his congregation." 14
Because of Fosdick's problem-solving 
approach in preaching, that portion of 
his sermon recognized as Introduction 
by present-day speech authorities was 
considerably larger than generally ad 
vocated perhaps a fourth of the total 
length of the sermon. His introductions 
normally served at least four purposes: 
(1) the statement of a problem that was 
real in the minds of his hearers; (2) 
stressing the importance of the problem 
by showing how it concerned nearly ev 
eryone, or most of the major areas of 
life; (3) relating the problems to life as 
presented in the Bible; (4) clearly stat 
ing a major truth (central idea or con 
trolling theme). This big truth (only 
one) became the center around which 
the message was organized.
Designed to Persuade
This approach was well designed to 
persuade. Once a preacher has wrought 
his congregation into a sufficiently high 
state of tension over a problem, he has 
rendered them amenable to the solution 
he has to offer.
Fosdick was careful to relate the cen 
tral truth to each main supporting point 
(usually three). These main points were 
clearly marked with signposts: "in the 
first place," "for one thing," "consider 
again," "and still another." He moved 
from point to point with clear transi 
tional sentences. Frequently the transi 
tional sentences that followed the first 
or second main point were internal 
summaries, containing both a review of 
the previous point or points and a pre 
view of the next point to be developed.
Many of his sermons contain three 
ideas subordinate to the main theme. 
His justification for this was that audi 
ences simply cannot grasp more than 
three at one sitting. When pressed as to 
why he designed his sermons so that his 
first point was longest, and strongest in 
intellectual appeal, he explained that 
this makes sense because of the audi 
ence's increasing familiarity with the 
subject as well as their growing fatigue, 
and the speaker's naturally increasing 
emotion. "Tell them the truth you want 
to tell them right off. . . . Climax is 
achieved by showing them the Matter- 
horn in the beginning, re-showing it  
and each time the Matterhorn gets big 
ger." 15 The culmination of a sermon 
should be based on "a principle of emo 
tional climax in appeal and of moral 
impressiveness rather than a climax of 
ideas." 16 Fosdick held deeply the con 
viction that arrangement of sermon
"His belief 
that preaching 
must be audi 
ence centered 
meant to him 
that a sermon 
must be an 
'animated 
conversation.'"
materials was vital for successful 
preaching.
Evangelical Christians would not 
agree with Fosdick's rather casual use 
of Scripture in preaching. Nor would 
those who insist that true preaching 
must be Biblical preaching disagree 
with his view that the tedious, labored 
exposition of Scripture commonly asso 
ciated with "expository preaching" does 
not hold the interest of people today. 
However, evangelical preachers today 
are demonstrating that Biblical preach 
ing and interesting preaching are not 
incompatible.
Clearly, there is a price to be paid. In 
1933 Edgar DeWitt Jones wrote of Fos 
dick: "For thirty years ... he has spent 
the mornings of five days a week in his 
study. No message can get to him there, 
no telephone call can reach him, no vis 
itors are admitted. In such seclusion, he 
'toils terribly' over his sermons." 17 The 
general process of sermon preparation 
caused him to read "every first-rate book 
that comes out in almost every field." He 
wrote, "Without such consecutive, con 
tinuous, well-organized study I do not 
see how any man can grow in his min 
istry in general or in his preaching in 
particular." 18
Regardless of one's theological posi 
tion, it cannot be denied that this 
preacher, who year in and year out drew 
congregations that had to present tick 
ets for admission, who "could preach in 
a theatre or a car-barn and get his au 
dience," 19 must have had a theory of 
communication worthy of our study. Si
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